Recent progress in studies on Merkel cell biology.
Merkel cells ubiquitously distribute in the skin of vertebrates, from cyclostomes to mammals. It is well known that mammalian Merkel cells coupled with axon terminals of type I sensory nerve fibers form slowly adapting mechanoreceptors, Merkel endings, within the epidermis. However, there are still many unresolved problems in the biology of Merkel cells. We reviewed recently acquired knowledge about the histochemical nature of Merkel cell granules, the morphological heterogeneity of Merkel cells and the roles of neurotrophins and their receptors for the development and survival of the cells. We discuss the functional significance of Merkel cell granules and the heterogeneity of Merkel cell populations.